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Thank you so much for the opportunity to be part of this panel. Of all the panelists and experts invited
to participate in this interim study, the voices of parents and children are most important so thank you,

on behalf of them.

Have you ever wondered why you had to go through certain events in your life? I have...and one of
them happened several decades ago we adopted a baby through a private adoption. We were with my
best friend and birth mom during the delivery and brought our son Michael home days later. He
changed our world. But when he was a month old, his biological mom called to tell us she had changed
her mind. Days later, we were forced to relinquish our son. lt was one of the hardest things l've ever had
to do and yet, it gave me empathy for the thousands of families who have been forced to live without
their children. I know what it feels like to have my child taken against my will. To lay awake nights and
wonder if he was safe. To go through holidays and special days with a massive hole in my heart. And to
wonder if I'd ever see him again.

As you've heard me testify, my family is a product of CPS. We fosterred and adopted 2 children who both
came from drug addicted families who had proven they could not be responsible for their children.
Because of my experience, I saw the system through rose colored glasses. But then several years ago,

friends who were wonderful, loving people were wrongly accused of child abuse. lt caused me to begin
researching what was happening across our country. I came to a horrific conclusion. That far too many
children and families are being terrorized by an agency that is not heing held accountable nor
transparent, and is misusing their power.

We've heard the stats. How MT ranks 2nd in the nation for the # of children in foster care, removing 3 x
the national average. We have also heard the stats of increased parental drug use. According to Judge

Souza during the last meeting, SOYo of cases involve drugs and of ttrose 63%o are meth cases. When you

do the math, that means that 50% of CPS cases are meth cases and 50% are not. And yet even those
stats cause question since I am aware of many parents who have been required to do drug testing even
though drugs were not the reason for removals.

We often hear the stories of horrific abuse which is why we need a safety net and yet, in the State of
MT, only 8% of the removals are because of abuse. 92% are due to neglect. Of all the children in foster
care,TOo/o are returned home. ThatTA% (or at least a large portion of this)represents the population
that most likely simply needs a hand up...where services could have kept the family intact.

You've heard the stories of multiple families who plead for help in a system they feel impossible to
escape. lf even one family's rights have been violated, that's one farmily too many. ln addition to the
stories, there's data from multiple studies that show that children ,who are a part of the foster care are
generally worse off:

-7A% of young people in homeless shelters report that they spent time in foster care
-Only 35% of foster children get a high school diploma vs.77% of their peers
-4O% of incarcerated adults have been in the foster care system
-As adults, former foster children are 2 - 3 times likely to be arrested.
-Foster children are almost twice as likely to suffer from (PTSD) as U.S. war veterans.
- Fifty percent of kids who age out of the system will develop substance dependence.
-Foster children become a pipeline to sex trafficking. 88% who are rescued have been foster children.



These are huge costs to our society as broken children come through a broken system that creates
broken adults resulting in significant societal costs. We're all familiar with ACES or Adverse Childhood
Experiences. Removing a child from their home can contribute to their ACES trauma just as profoundly
as leaving a child in an abusive home. ACES have lasting effects on the health, behaviors, and life
potential of children. Many families involved with CPS have unresolved trauma. 5o there needs to be a
mindset change to focus on reducing and healing trauma, not adding to it. This is accomplished by
building relationships and empowering individuals, not by instilling fear.

Since the focus of this meeting is on finding better ways to support families, I want to hit on 3 key issues:

Adequate Parent Representation

Department Accountability

lmplementing Family First

The key to success in all these areas is recognizing that we must work together. A governmental agency
acting in relative isolation cannot expect to be effective without the involvement of a broad spectrum of
parents, concerned citizens, community agencies, private organizations, and other public entities that
work with children. lf families are going to break destructive patterns, the focus must be on making
children and families the center of the solution and meeting them at their place of crisis rather than
fitting them into funding streams.

1) Adequate Parent Representation

Adequate parent representation is criticalto preserving the parent-child bond and limiting the time
children spend in foster care. For many parents who find themselves in the crosshairs of CPS, they go up

against a team of well-trained, experienced county attorneys who represent CPS on a daily basis.

Meanwhile, families find themselves intimidated in a court system represented by overworked, court-
appointed attorneys who might not even have solid experience in family law and due to excessive

workloads, don't stand up for the rights of parent, leaving them to defend themselves. .

On top of it, some judges show extreme bias and side with CPS without even questioning if the law has

been followed. Police and law enforcement generally fall in step with CPS even if there isn't paperwork

to support removals. Attorneys direct parents to sign papers requested by CPS without considering the
negative impacts long-term separation will have on the parent-child relationship, which most often is
not be in their best interest. And if parents contest their cases which is their legal right often face

retaliation from CPS. The current legal system puts families at a terrific disadvantage.

Most families are never charged with a crime and yet, they lose their children, even if only temporarily,
because they don't know their rights and have limited resources to afford adequate counsel.

But there is a SOLUTION: Several states that have implemented Parent Advocacy or Representation
programs have seen profound results:

-quicker reunification & permanency rates
-less recommendations for termination
-lower case worker loads
-And this one I know you all want to hear: Huge cost savings to the state. ln the State of lowa, they have
had a 436% return on investment by providing a team of advocates for families. MT children and
families deserve this sort of success.



ln a packet of information we'll be providing, I've given you a link to review Parent Advocacy in the State

of Washington. I hope you'll take a moment to watch it as well the review the other resources listed.

2) Department Accountability

Constitutional rights are being trod upon by employees who are not adequately trained as social

workers, let alone as investigators. I want to be clear. This isn't about bashing the department. I have
great empathy and respect for how difficult a social worker's job is. However, compared to a parent who
has lost a spouse, a job, has a disability or a child with a disability, unresolved trauma, or who has no

support system. Now that's a tough job and I can guarantee, no parent has ever done it perfectly. This

crisis isn't about the social workers nor should it be a political issue.

It's about the children of MT and their families. And when government employees aren't following the
law, that puts every child in danger. Removing children should always be weighed against the trauma of
the removal. Because a child who is traumatized by an unnecessary removal is as much a victim of child
abuse as the child who is left in an abusers home.

Solutions:

1) Before a child can be rgmoved. a warrant (per iudge's order) or an emergencv circumstance (as

determined bv law enforcement) must be required.

2) lmprove Qualitv of Workforce

Employees who have the power to remove children must be highly trained and receive annual

continuing education.

AND Employees who do not follow law, policy, violate rights, or lie need to be held accountable
and face serious consequences.

3) Laws focused on Family Preservation

Families are the heart of our American culture so laws focused on preserving children and parental

rights is vital as fundamental rights. There are numerous concerns in MT law. For example: a CPS

workers can pull a child from their classroom and interview them alone. But every child should have the
right to have a legal representative or advocate with them when being interviewed by a complete
stranger. These interviews should also be taped so that there is no opportunity for coaching,

manipulating, or directing outcomes from an innocent child who might already be in trauma.

4) Solitting Department functions to reate a better checks & balance:

One idea would be to move Centralized lntake under the Dept. of Justice with trained dispatchers who
would have the skills to determine legitimate reports of abuse or neglect. Far too often false reports
(often anonymous) are made out of retaliation or vengeance.

Additionally, when malicious or knowingly false allegations are made against families, there must be

consequences, penalties, or even jail, depending on the damage a family incurs due to the false claim.

5) Trained Law Enforcement



I watched video tape of law enforcement telling parents that CPS goes by their own set of laws. Wrong.
CPS should go by MT law and policies. No innocent citizen should fear the law or CPS and yet they do

because CPS is acting outside of the law and law enforcement is not holding them accountable.

3) lmplement Family First

MT needs to implementing Family First. lt is critical since it redirects federal funding to help families
before children are nemoved from the home.

I won't spend much time on this because I know this will be covered shortly. However, I want to point
out that one very positive approach: Parent Resource Centers. Casey Family has been instrumental in
bringing these together. They are a wonderful example of what is possible when we work together to
create supportive communities that keep children safe and help families thrive. The results of Parent
Resource Centers are impressive:

-Foster care rates have dropped in half over the course of 6 - 8 years
-Rates of child maltreatment are down by 60%

The bottom line is that parents have the right to know that their children are safe. And children have the
right to be a part of their families, even if they've been adopted, like mine. As testified in the last

meeting, many seek out their biological families when they age out. Mine sought theirs as well. We
don't fix children by putting them in better homes. And we don't stop generational cycles of
maltreatment without helping the family at their source of crisis. lt is time for MT to take the positive

successes of other states and put them to work to serve MT children and families. Thank you, on behalf
MT's children and families for allowing their voices to be heard.



OUTCOMES FOR CHILDREN IN FOSTER CARE:

The National Conference for State Legislatures published an article entitled "The Social and Emotional
Well-Being of Children in Foster Care". lt gives several examples of what other state legislatures have
done to improve outcomes for kids.
https://www.ncsl.orelPortals/UDocuments/cvf/Social Emotional WellBeins Newsletter.pdf

CDC: Division of Violence Prevention and Control published "Preventing Adverse Childhood Experiences
(ACEs): Leveraging the Best Available Evidence" in 2019. lt details what states can do to prevent
children from entering the child welfare system.
https ://www.cdc.sov/violenceprevention/pdf/preventi ngACES-508. pdf

Kansas City Star December 15, 20L9: "Right now, our foster care system aooss the United States is in
very sad shape," Castro, former Secretary of Housing and Urban Development, told The Star. 'There are
a lot of things in this country that we just don't accept. We shouldn't accept this, and we have it within
our power to change it. These children have essentially never had a first chance in life," he said, noting
that their "outcomes are so, so bad compared to their peers, it cries out for urgent attention and
resources.'
https : //www. ka nsascitv. com/news/special -

reports/article238206754.html?fbclid=lwARlYH6lkXXOlNxAgBJT6NwZPVkOPSzWXryxvZqLqXmqrOGul-
q Trc2EMEw

Reason Foundation: Parental Rights December 5, 2019: "Lenore Skenazy and I have covered many of
these cases of wrongful family separation for Reoson. They are heartbreaking. They generally follow a
pattern: Parents behave in a manner that is completely normal, some authority figure becomes

suspicious an)rway, the cops are called, and CPS takes the kids away on some slim suspicion that they are

being abused. The enraged, confused, often traumatized parents must then scrape together a strong

enough case to regain custody of their children from foster care. They often go weeks without even

knowing what has become of their kids."
https://reason.com/2019/12105/chi l d-services-fam i lies-ki ds-medical-

abuse/?fbcl id=lwAR0Me MT9 l4zZzcBDG DrH I I lKTvo5LziJ o U -WD FeGxFQ43BSx3Sl lQ BM N M4

Stats complied by the American Bar Association May 2019: "Children are seriously harmed when they
are separated from their parents. There has been quite a bit of research that proves that harm and

outlines the specific ways that children are harmed."

https://www.americanbar.org/groups/litisation/committees/childrens-rishts/trauma-caused-bv-
separation-of-chil dren-from -

parents/?fbclid=lwARlMw ug5TdsvnNmecxnahMHSAY|oiK04TqvKlV2l0rDwgUqchVqhibVUDs



ADEQUATE PARENT REPRES ENTATION/ADVOCAGY:

Casey Family Foundation: How does high-quality legal representation for parents support better
outcomes? https ://www. casev.orglqual itv-parent-representation/

Parent Advocacy program in the State of Washington:

https://www.voutube.com/watch?v=4bnHYA2xaiY&feature=share&app=desktop

lowa Legal Aid Parent Representation Proiect: "The costs avoided by the family justice system is

substantial. The Parent Representation Project is providing a 436% return on investment."
https://www.americanbar.orglcontent/dam/aba/administrative/child law/ila-parent-rep-proiect.pdf

ABA: Providing Parents Multidisciplinary Legal Representation Significantly Reduces Children's Time in
Foster Care: "We now know many children are kept in foster care simply because their parents are not
afforded appropriate representation. lf that isn't a reason to change, what would be? 1) Despite its
importance in terms of the consequences poor parents and children suffer from coercive intervention in
their families, the field has been undervalued for far too long. 2) Lawyering really matters and providing
parents the right kind of legal representation in child welfare cases can mean the difference between
preserving a family and seeing it permanently destroyed."
https://www.americanbar.orslsroups/public interest/child law/resources/child law practiceonline/ia
nuarv---december-20L9/providine-parents-multidisciplinarv-leeal-representation-signifi/

Center on Children and the Law (Parent Representation Models Summary): "Poor parent

representation exacts huge costs for families and the state. Families can be unnecessarily separated for
extended periods of time, if not permanently. The state has to provide foster care support payments,

caseworker and court time, and resources to children and families, who may not have needed to be

separated in the first place, or who could have been reunited sooner and more safely, had the parents

had an effective voice in the process. A national consensus is emerging that quality legal representation
for parents is necessary to ensure the most appropriate outcomes for families and children involved in
the child welfare system."
https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/administrative/child law/parentrep/summarv parent

rep model.pdf

A Family Centered Model of Legal Representation: "This is a system in which the lawyers honor the
family's integrity by taking time to understand the family's dynamics and relationships, explain the legal
process and options, and engage the family in finding their own solutions. This "family-centered"
problem solving representation model has its main focus in a forum outside the courtroom. This model
is contrary to the current representation model where the court is often the only place where parents

see their lawyers. ln defending the current model."
https://www.americanbar.orslcontent/dam/aba/publications/center on children and the law/parent
representation/Familv centered model.pdf

Family Justice lnitiative: "The Family Justice lnitiative is working to determine whether the FJl model of
legal representation positively impacts outcomes for parents and children and improves the overall
operation of child welfare courts." https://familviusticeinitiative.orglresearch/


